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Recent actions by Syria against Israel cause me to fear a new war 

in the Middle East. I feel strongly that President Hafez Assad is 

acting in the most irresponsible manner conceivable. 

During the past two weeks Assad has repeatedly ordered Syrian air

craft to fire at Israeli planes. Syrian ground forces in Lebanon have 

been substantially expanded . We can only thank God that the Syrian air 

force has shown such little skill. Had any of the strikes directed at 

Israeli aircraft succeeded , a new round of fighting in Lebanon would 

probably have been triggered. 

Let us take a quick look at the military situation in the Middle 

East right now. The Israelis are by far the dominant military force. 

Neither the Lebanese government nor the Lebanese military have yet to 

establish any degree of credibility. Lebanese forces are small, lack

ing in recent battle e xperience, · and disinclined to fight. Thanks to 

the Soviet Union, the Syrians must be taken seriously as a military 

force. The Russians have restored many of the aircraft that Israe l 

shot down last year and have equipped the Syrians with updated missile 

systems . 

Under no conceivable circumstances could Syria alone defeat Israel. 

However, Syria does have the military might to inflict huge casualties 

on Israeli forc e s , thereby forcing the Israeli Defense Forces into a 

full-scale conflict . 

The brilliant military analyst for the Jerusa lem Post, Hirsh 

Goodman , has delved deeply into Assad's Pfssible motives for his recent 

increased belligerency. Goodman points out that the s tiff Syrian 

opposit ion to Israel's peace agreement with Lebanon coupled with Assad's 

military moves ha ve forced Israel to maintain approxi mately 30,000 troops 

in Lebanon. This occupation has taken a terrible toll, not only in 

morale and economic loss to Israel's domestic economy, but also in 

actual lives. Hardly a week has gone by that we have not seen 

Israelis killed or wounded i n Lebanon. 

Goodman argues convincingly that neither Israel nor Syria wants a 

war. Certainly, though Israel could reach Damascus in a matter of 

minutes, the victory would be a ho llow one. Israel already is burdened 

with more Arab territory than she can ma nage. Israel wants to get out 

of Lebanon--not into Syria . 
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To me, the most logical explanation of Assad's provocative action 

against Israel is his hope for a new American role. The Reagan Admin

istration is counting heavily on its peace-making efforts in the Middle 

East in next year's election . These hopes would be dashed by a new 

outbreak of large-scale fighting. 

Perhaps Syria's President Assad intends to exploit America's dread 

of a new war. His explicit or implicit offer to the United States may 

be, "You Americans force Israel to relinquish the Golan Heights. In 

turn, Syrian planes and miss iles will stop aiming at Israeli aircraft. 

You help us regain our land; we give up provocative acts certain to 

lead to war." 

Neither Israel nor the United States can even consider such a 

"bargain." The Golan Heights are not equivalent to the Sinai. The 

Heights are adjacent to cultivated and populated Israeli territory. 

The return of Syrian guns to that l and is unthinkable. I have stood 

at the points where the Syrians once had military encampments. I have 

seen below the vast range of easily accessible Israeli targets. 

I do not believe that any American President of either party would 

consider pressuring Israel to relinquish the Golan Heights. Equally 

important, I cannot imagine any Israeli government--whether Labor, 

Likud, caretaker or some other political character--that would dream 

of asking the people of Israel to allow Syria to use the Golan Heights 

for target practice. 

The duty of the United States right now is to make certain that 

President Assad knows that his current reckless course can only lead 

to a war which Syria will lose and which will topple his government. 
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